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1. Debris of obliterated facts.
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2. Robert G.Hoyland, Seeing Islam as Others Saw it. A survey and analysis of the Chris-
tian, Jewish and Zoroastrian writings on Islam (Darwin; Princeton, 1997); Arabia and
the Arabs from the Bronze Age to the Coming of Islam (Routledge; London, 2001); Mus-
lims and Others in early Islamic society (Ashgate; Aldershot, 2004); Islamic Reflections
and Arabic Musings ed. with Dr. Philip Kennedy, (Oxbow; Oxford, 2004). Swords and
Sword makers in Medieval Islam; with Brian Gilmour (Oxbow; Oxford, 2004); seeing
the face, seeing the soul. The art of physiognomy in the Classical and Islamic Worlds
with Simon Swain et al (Oxford University Press, 2007); ‘The content and context of
early Arabic inscriptions', Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 21 (1997). ‘The ear-
liest christian writings on Muhammad: an appraisal' in H. Motzki ed., The Biography
of Muhammad (Leiden, 2000). 'Epigraphy', 10,000-word entry in Encyclopaedia of the
Qur'an (Leiden, 2002). ‘Language and Identity: the twin histories of Arabic and Arama-
ic', Scripta Israelica Classica 23 (2003). "History, Fiction and Authorship in the first
centuries of Islam"; Writing and Representation in Medieval Islam; Julia Bray (ed);
Routledge; 16-46 (2006) *New Documentary Texts and the Early Islamic State"; Bulle-
tin of the School of Oriental and African Studies; 69(3):395-416 (2006)
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.3 Robert G.Hoyland, Seeing Islam as Others Saw it. A survey and analysis of the Chris-
tian, Jewish and Zoroastrian writings on Islam (Darwin; Princeton, 1997).

.4 Cahen, Claude. "Fiscalite, propriete antagonismes sociaux en Haute ,Mesopotamie
au temps des premiers Abbasides d'apres Denys de Tell- Mahre," Arabica 1 (1954),
136-52.
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2000, pp.276-297
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THE EARLIEST CHRISTIAN WRITINGS ON MUHAMMAD:
AN APPRAISAL'

Roeert G. Hovrann
L. InTrRODUCTION

When Blaise Pascal (1623-62) wrote that since Muhammad “worked
no miracles and was not foretold” he could not be a true prophet, he
was simply echoing the judgment of John of Damascus (wr. ca. 730)
passed more-than 900 years earlier.’ Similarly, the explanation of
Muhammad’s revelation as the result of epileptic fits, found in numer-
ous thirteenth-century and later texts, was already given by the
Byzantine monk and chronicler Theophanes the Confessor (d. 818).°
The same is true for various other attributes, deeds and doctrines of
Muhammad, which recur for centuries in European polemical tracts
and all of which have their roots in the very earliest Eastern Christian
writings about the Prophet. That makes these earliest accounts of
interest, since, as well as revealing to us what were the initial reactions
of the inhabitants of the Near East to Islam and its founder, they can
in addition help to elucidate the provenance of medieval and even
contemporary Western (misjconceptions.

But is this the limit of their worth? Can such writings not tell us
anything about what the Muslims themselves said and did, rather
than just how such sayings and actions were regarded? In his “Note

' All the Christian sources used in this article were first used in a systematic way
for Islamic history by P. Crone and M. Cook, Hagarism: The Making of the Isiamic World,
Cambridge, 1977. All receive full discussion in my Secing Islam as Others Saw It. A Survey
and Evaluation of Christian, Jewish and Zoroastrian Whitings on Early Islam, Studies in Late
Antiquity and Early Islam 13, Princeton, 1997, from which I draw in this article.

? John of Damascus, De haeresibus, in PG, XCIV, 765C, 768A, and in a “Refutation
against the Saracens” transmited dia phinés Ioannou Damaskénsu by Theodore Abi
Qurra (d. ca. 825), PG, XCIV, 1596-97; B. Pascal, Qeuvres, ed. L. Brunschvig, Paris,
1921, XIV, 37-38. John of Damascus was particularly important as a source for
Byzantine and Western Christian views of Muhammad, being the first to speak of
Muhammad’s revelation and legislation, portrayal of Christ, carnal vision of Para-
dise, his many wives and his instruction by a monk.

* Norman Daniel, Islam and the West. The Making of an Image, Edinburgh, 1966, 27-
28, citing, amongst others, Vincent of Beauvais, Alexandre du Pont and Ricoldo da
Monte Cruce, all of the second half of the thirteenth century; Theophanes, Chrono-

graphia, 334.
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Crescent’; G. Hawting, The Idea of Idolatry and the Emergence of Islam (Cambridge:
CUP, 1999), 13: ‘we need to rethink more drastically our ideas about when and where
Islam emerged’, for ‘it is easier to envisage such an evolution occurring in those re-
gions of the Middle East where the tradition of monotheism was firmly established’;
P. Crone and M. Cook, Hagarism (Cambridge: CUP, 1977), 21-3: ‘the location of the
Hagarene Schechem in Mecca is demonstrably secondary .. .’; cf. P. Crone, ‘How did
the quranic pagans make a living?’, BSOAS 68/3, 2005, 387-99.
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